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The book delivers exactly what its title and subtitle promise --an account and the consequences of an enforced agricultural commodity regime over a time span of 23 years. It establishes impeccable standards as to how to successfully conduct interdisciplinary research of African social history. Thus, this book can serve very well as a textbook for future historians. The methodological richness employed yields stunning results. Isaacman perused archives not only in Mozambique and Portugal but also those of the cotton concessionary companies and archives in neighboring African countries. He also reviewed materials of the American Consulate in Laurenco Marques to capture the official discourse of dates, policies, and statistics alongside which the oral history can be placed.
The book gains it strength and uniqueness by interpreting this colonial period from 1938-1961 through the eyes of the subjects of this colonial policy. Anyone who has ever attempted to combine classical historical sources with interviews (in this case over 160) that Isaacman conducted with people of all walks of life in Mozambique will appreciate and admire the elegant results of such a toil. It gives the account and analysis an air of authenticity that cannot otherwise be achieved. Throughout the study, Isaacman quotes these voices with their full name as to make clear that their grievances, analyses, and judgments can stand side by side with the regularly cited classics in African history, political economy, and theories of resistance.
Not to be mistaken: this is foremost an academic book, whose major achievement is to capture the entirety of a specific agricultural colonial policy over time by turning each stone that might have repercussions on the social life of Mozambicans. Any short review cannot do justice to the wealth and breadth of material covered in this book. Almost all of the angles that Isaacman took to get to the heart of the cotton policy can very well serve as a potent lesson for the present flood of development experts advising the country's leaders on rural development policies. Refuting the 'idle labor thesis' is one case in point: for the cotton policy was, among other things, based on the assumption that there is abundant labor available and that the labor available can also much more efficiently be used for the production of a commodity for a local and international market economy. Making a living in rural (and most likely urban) Mozambique is still very hard and time consuming. Any change, enforced or induced, has to take into account the consequences of unbalancing this delicate relationship. Throughout the book Isaacman takes a perspective in which he connects most fruitfully gender issues with all aspects of rural life and economy. It not only shows how heavily women (and consequently infants and children) were affected by the introduction of cotton but also how gainfully a gendered approach can --in the reviewer's mind must --be employed in any sociohistorical study. In short, this book unearths the often unspeakable details of coercion, brutality, terror, racism, shortsightedness, and carelessness of the colonial Portuguese regime that made a very few rich, that impoverished the majority, and changed the entire social fabric of a society by letting people starve for a totally misguided commodity policy. By presenting these details, Isaacman disproves the often held myth of the comparatively more benevolent Portuguese colonial regime and establishes quite clearly the immense effect that colonization had on the least minutiae of
